The May number of the Psychological Clinic contains a report of an experiment conducted in a kindergarten for the purpose of discovering the competency of a group of five-year-old children to do first-grade work. That kindergarten was in one of the poorest sections of Philadelphia. The present report is based upon work conducted in two kindergartens in a public school in one of the best residential districts of the city and two others in the best Italian section.
There is no dearth of apparatus. In short it is a test which enables the examiner to make a shrewd estimate of the mental abilities of a child of these years.
The Memory Span test, as elaborated by Humpstone, was used, together with the number of repetitions needed to increase the span by one. This was given as an auditory span for digits. By means of this test associability and reproduction together with range of attention can be secured. Repetitions for the increase of the span by one gives an opportunity for exploration into the possibility of the reproduction of the next highest number of digits. The Healy A formboard was used to secure an idea of the imageability with material considerably above the performance level of most of the children, so that after a five-minute interval during which the method of attack was observed, if the child failed he was shown how to do the test.
He was then given two minutes in order to determine whether the image had remained with him. If not he was shown again and a second two-minute interval given. If he succeeded on the first or second trials or both, he was immediately given an opportunity to show that the first result was not the result of chance.
Many children did not closely discriminate between the lengths of the two longer blocks of this test, but they were able to demonstrate notwithstanding that they had carried the general image of the completed test in mind.
All of the children were given the straight Terman Revision of the Binet test. Here the purpose was to test the ability to understand and use language and to discover something of the range of information. Owing to the limited time at the disposal of the school and the number of children to be examined, no other tests were used.
In addition to the mental tests, each child was weighed and his height taken. Each five-year-old child was given the opportunity to work six more complex formboards. These included Healy B and the Knox Moron, Imbecile, Diagonal, Diamond Frame and Triangle tests. In a few instances several of the better four-yearolds, that is those which were most advanced both in their mental tests and their kindergarten work, were given some of these formboards to do. The five-year-olds were also taught to write three letters, 0 L and T from dictation. The blackboard was used for this purpose, and the writing was very simple, a circle being drawn for 0, and vertical and horizontal lines used for the other letters, the children being first taught to draw vertical and horizontal lines from dictation.
Each child also counted as far as he could and gave replies to number combinations. These were not taught but were taken as a part of the general information. In the case of the letters, the children were asked to make them again twenty-four hours after they had been taught. Their retainability of memory was judged on this basis. The children were almost all from exceptionally good homes, although they were flat dwellers and had not had much opportunity to play out of doors, they were in excellent physical condition. With the exception of two of the five-year-olds none were below the minimum height for five years, and but two were below in weight. But two were of average five-year height and one average for weight. All the rest of the five-year-olds were above the average of five years in height and weight. Seven were maximum five-year-old in height, and twelve were maximum in wieght. Twelve were maximum in height for six years, and eight for weight. Seven were maximum or average for seven years in height and six for weight, while five were average or more for eight years in height and three for weight. One of these children was maximum weight for twelve years, but he was pathological in that respect.
Of the four-year-olds, three were below the minimum for five years in height and seven for weight There was no table for the physical standards of the four-year-old available, so that comparisons were made in terms of the five-year-old. Five four-yearolds were of average height for five years, and four were average weight for these years, while eight were of maximum height for five years, and five of maximum weight. Four were of maximum height for six years and three for weight. Three reached average height and weight for seven years. There were 67 children in both groups.
It should be noted from the heights and weights given that these children were in excellent condition physically. In all cases the average time for the second trial was less than was required for the first trial. The sex differences are not significant, the five-year-old boys doing better than the five-year-old girls and the four-year-old girls doing better than the four-year-old boys. Five girls, three five years old and two four years old failed with the formboard the first trial. Three four-year-old boys failed the first trial, one succeeding the second trial.
The average, median and mode for all four-and five-year-old children of either sex was four with the auditory memory span test for digits. The Betty is five years four months old. She is minimum in height and weight for a child of six years. She walked and talked at 18 and 24 months respectively. She has had whooping cough and chickenpox, but no other diseases, and while she looks rather frail, she is apparently strong enough to do her school work. She did the formboard in 126 seconds. She confused the triangles and the star and the cross and pushed hard to place blocks in spaces not intended for them, but she finally succeeded with the test. Her second trial was quicker, 108 seconds. She made the same mistakes as she did the first time, but did not linger so long on them. She failed completely with Healy A, and even after teaching was not able to do it. Owing to bad weather, she missed school the days the other children played with the rest of the puzzles, so did not get a chance to try them. Her memory span was two, and it was impossible to raise this to three in eight trials. Her mental age on the Binet scale was three years two months, and her I. Q. was 59. She knew no combinations and could not count. The rate of energy discharge of this girl was very slow and this, combined with a narrow memory span and almost no trainability, excludes her from the class which will be doing first grade in the middle of the year. Both of these children have poor use of language, a further handicap in the first grade. Some of the houses were the three-storied brick houses which used to belong to the better class of people in Philadelphia in the early days. These are now divided into two-and three-room apartments, crowded to the doors with different families and their roomers.
Some of the homes were above the business places of the men and indicated considerable financial prosperity.
The Italian mother proved to be most hospitable and cordial. The families were large and the general home atmosphere a happy and contented one. Very few of the mothers talked English at all, and those who attempted it possessed very limited vocabularies. They were always glad, however, to secure some child in the neighborhood as an interpreter. While the homes were always clean and pleasant, the children who were around the house were always dirty and disheveled. There was never any sign of food, and the report of the teachers indicated that it was not the most important part of the people's living problem. Coffee (boiled for hours) and the ever present spaghetti were the principal articles of diet, while lunch consisted mainly of bread and coffee.
All the children in the group were reported to be at least five years old. Most of the children, however, sat quietly with blank expressions and attempted nothing. Because the ages of these children were more or less doubtful the intelligence quotient was not reckoned. The average mental age for the group however, shows one year of retardation. This is not a good index, for some children were unable to do anything with the tests and others did fairly well. Three \ girls returned a mental age in excess of their chronological age, but one boy was able to do so. Most of the difficulty lay in the field of comprehension. The children could not understand what was wanted of them. In order that they might get as much as possible the examiner turned each question not correctly answered at first, into some other form, oftentimes into the language of the street. Many children therefore received a higher mental age than would have been possible had they been marked strictly according to the Binet standard. The changes made and the complete results of the work done with the Binet test will be published under a separate heading. In general the language ability of these children is much below that required of children entering the first grade. In fact in some cases the only language which the child possesses is that of his teacher, i. e., he is able to interpret her nods, smiles and gestures, and to do pretty much what she wishes him to do while yet utterly unable to understand a single word she says. Some children do not know more than a few sentences of English and are not ready to do adequate work in the first grade. Because the ages reported by the parents are so doubtful the teachers have had considerable difficulty in making promotions from the kindergarten to the first grade. Theoretically each child when he is five and one-half years old automatically becomes a member of the first grade. When ages are reported as the teachers receive them in the schools they are poor indices, so the teachers try to promote the children who seem to have the best ability. P? A group of children to be promoted the second term were taught the letters t, I and o by the examiner. As a number of children not included in this group had done very well with the mental tests, and as some children not included in either group seemed bright and alert the selection for teaching purposes included all three groups. Because of the language difficulty the letters were taught by imitation, that is, the letter was written on the board and the children required to copy it, at the same time the name being given. Each child was kept at his task until he was able to reproduce at command and by name each of the three letters. The children were taught in groups of two and the time required varied for each group. It did not exceed ten minutes as maximum. The minimum was about three minutes.
Twenty-four hours later the children were asked to reproduce the letters under the same conditions. Two girls and two boys succeeded in so reproducing the letters. Five boys and five girls were unable to reproduce the letters at command, but were able to produce the forms indicating that part of the images had remained, although the names had not been retained. The remain-ing children in the kindergarten were not tried because there was no possibility of their being placed in first grade until fall.
The children were asked to count as far as they could. No child counted more than ten and most of them were not able to count at all in English. No instruction, however, had been given in the kindergarten in work of this sort. None of the children knew any of their combinations, but they did know the different coins? penny, nickel, dime and quarter. This is probably due to the fact that many of the children do not eat at home at all and others are there only for the last meal of the day. They were used to having money in their pockets to spend for candy, pretzels, pickles or biscuits.
It was not possible to discover what diseases this group of children had had, nor how old they were when they walked and talked. While the parents were co-operative the barrier of language was so great as to make it impossible for a social worker to secure the information desired.
The results of the examination showed that:
(1) Children of five years may be expected to pass the formboard; (2) That the imageability of five-year-old Italian children is good enough so that two-thirds of the number can be expected to pass Healy A at least on the third trial; (3) That the memory span of five-year-old children is 4 digits, and (4) That the Binet test taken as a test of intelligence is not satisfactory for children whose language attainments are so restricted as was this group of five-year-old Italian children, but as an index of language acquirement it shows the inability of the children who speak a foreign language to cope with the requirements which are demanded of a child entering our public schools at six years.
REPORTS OF SOME TOPICAL CASES.
John is five and one-half years old. He did the formboard in 58 seconds the first time he tried it and the second time in 35 seconds.
He failed the first time on Healy A, but completed it in eleven and eight seconds on the second and third trials respectively. His memory span was four digits with three repetitions required for five. His mental age was but three months less than his chronological age. He was one of the few children in the school who spoke English.
In height, weight and head girth he was average for five years. In the first of these schools the children are of American parentage, in the second of Italian parentage. In the first, the children speak English at home; in the second, the children speak a foreign language. In the first the standard of living conditions is high; in the second, compared to American standards, the living conditions are poor, especially in regard to the variety and selection of foods. In the first of these schools the teachers have had experience and have shown themselves capable in teaching ability. In the second the teachers are young and inexperienced, and little effort is made to solve the problems which are theirs, and very little preparation and care is taken, either in the school work or in the preparation of the mid-morning and mid-afternoon lunches.
The children of the first group come from homes where the best physical care is given them, while those of the second group have little physical care. Their food is poor, not because of lack of quality or quantity but because it is not suited to their needs. Their clothing is good but always soiled, baths are rare and much of their time is spent on the street where they are exposed to all sorts of weather and to the many opportunities for infection they find there. The increase in size above the standard given for children of five years indicates the effect on American children of good food given at regular times, of suitable hours of rest and of habits of cleanliness. On the other hand the children of the Italian group had good teeth, and their throats were in as good condition as those to be found in any group.
Very few were suffering from colds. They did suffer though from skin diseases and cuts and contusions, the latter often because of measures of discipline.
The initiative and aggression shown in the first kindergarten was lacking in the second. The American children were happy, bubbling over with talk. The Italian children did not smile, and did not talk unless they were engaged in conversation. They showed no eagerness or interest in the work at hand as did the American children.
On the other hand, they did much better work in rhythm than did their American friends, and they often broke out singing spontaneously while employed at their tiny tables. They sang well, keeping in good time and showing good memory for the words. Their singing was a great deal better than that at the first kindergarten.
There was a close relation between the work done in tests between the two groups. The first group were faster in the use of their hands in performance tests. They did not, however, show any better imageability. They had a greater energy output, but that was to be expected from their better physical condition. Except in the averages the memory spans were the same, and the second group were but .3 and .4 digits respectively less than the first group. In the field of language, however, there was no comparison. The first group were able to return a Binet age beyond that of their chronological age, in some cases increasing this from one to three years. But few of the second group were able to reach their chronological age, most of them falling much below it. The first group nearly all spoke English in the home, the second group almost all spoke Italian.
The first group ought to be able under good circumstances to do twice as much, or even more than twice as much, school work in a given time as will the second group. They are inclined in this direction, and all the urge behind them is tending to force them on. The home and school combine with their own social group to make them want to do well. The school and the home are neither particularly effective with the second group, and the social group cares not at all whether they go on or not. This is a powerful factor in the determination of ambitions.
The balance for good school work is certainly in favor of the children of the first group in comparison with those of the second.
